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LOVE’S GREATEST LESSON
John 3:16-17
You have seen them in the end zone of football stadiums.  They have appeared courtside and behind the buckets of a basketball game.  They stand behind the netting of home plate.  In fact they have had seats in every sporting venue.  They are oft times criticized but unashamedly they are the warriors of the cross as they raise their banner for the entire world to see – John 3:16.

Let’s recite it together.
“For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish, but have everlasting life.”

Do you remember that day, that day when you were first prompted by the Holy Spirit and believed the message of that verse and trusted Christ to be you Savior?  You may not have felt or heard the Spirit’s wooing you to salvation, but some way, somehow you knew it’s what you needed to do – trust Christ that is.  If you wanted to be guaranteed a home in heaven after this life ended, that was the only way.

I was 8 and it was at church.  I cut my teeth on the nursery cribs there.  My dad was saved while he was in the army stationed in Korea.  When he returned stateside he went to Fort Drum in upstate New York and met this beautiful waitress in a little coffee shop outside the gates of the base.  One thing led to another and pretty soon they were walking down the aisle in love.  After my twin brother and I were born and Dad was discharged, we moved back to Michigan to his home town of Pontiac.  In those days, families rarely had 2 vehicles.  Dad went off to work each day, 7 days a week back then just to get started out with his family.  He earned about $1.00 an hour, so he had to work extra to help make ends meet.  Mom was at home tending to 2 toddlers.  I was the compliant, good natured, well behaved one.  I have the same hair cut now as I did then.  Grandma and Grandpa had built an apartment above their home for us to live in for a while and it was during that time that a neighbor invited Mom to a ladies Bible study to get her out of the house.  She took her up on the offer not only to be with other ladies for Bible study, but they also had free child care (to take care of my brother).  It became a regular occurrence to be picked up for church, too.  Back then you didn’t need car seats, you just piled in and held on.  Eventually Dad was able to work less and join the family for church.  They became very active in the ministry of the church and served in varying capacities.  Needless to say we spent a lot of time at church.  My Dad was also the church janitor.  In between our job of cleaning out the old bulletins from the hymnals and hymnal racks my brothers and I would race from the back of the sanctuary to the front under the pews on the tile floor.  Mom had to do more laundry after that, but Dad didn’t have to sweep as much.
We had constant exposure to Bible teachings through Sunday School and Jr. Church and then the Wednesday Boys Brigade program.  It was during Jr. Church one Sunday as I said when I was 8 that I understood if I wanted to go to heaven, I needed to be saved and Jesus was the only Savior.  It was then that I prayed to ask Jesus to be my Savior.

As I have grown, matured I have become more aware of all that was involved in that decision.  I suspect you would say the same as you have studied more.  So what’s your story, about salvation that is?  Do you have a story?  Some are like mine.  It seems like the natural thing to do having grown up with such exposure in church.  Some of you were older when that decision was made.  Some relate a near death experience in which the moment of truth came to the forefront of their mind and it was dramatic.  You might even say it was a Damascus Road experience.

When I was at the High School baccalaureate service this past spring for the Hartland graduates, one of the Seniors related that it was at a party at some friends house she came face to face with her need of a Savior.

Whatever the time or the event or the place or the people you may have been with, you made a life changing, life altering decision whether or not you realized it at the time.  In some way the eternal love of God was revealed to you and you said yes.  If it weren’t for God’s love, if it weren’t for God who is love, we would still be forever lost and doomed to an eternity of separation without Him.
That’s why I love John 3:16-17.  It’s the gospel in a nutshell.  It’s the summary of what the gospel is.  It is a summary of the God’s love demonstrated to us.
There are 5 principles I want for us to see today about God’s love from this most familiar of passages.  Many have heard it.  Fewer have believed it.

All the points start with P’s, there are no Q’s so you only have to mind your P’s not your P’s and Q’s.

This is what we see in these verses:

The passion of God’s love

The provision of God’s love

The power of God’s love

The promise of God’s love

The purpose of God’s love

I. THE PASSION OF GOD’S LOVE

“For God so loved…”
Think about that for a moment and just let that roll around in your noodle.  “For God so loved…”  Now there are many people today that make the erroneous assumption that God is mean or a big tyrant, always angry, ready to throw down a thunderbolt when someone steps out of line based on their perception of Him from the Old Testament.  It seems like they believe that God was always about killing people off.  If you didn’t do what He wanted, He just zapped you and that was that.  

Achan disobeyed and boom he was stoned and burned up in a fire and not just him, his whole family.  To many that might not seem fair, even way over the top, I mean the kids didn’t do anything wrong did they?

And okay, so Moses struck a rock twice when he was only supposed to speak to it and God wouldn’t let him go into the Promised Land after all he did for God.  That seems quite the cruel and unusual punishment.

Or what about all those first born in Egypt that were killed by the angel of death on the night of the first Passover?  

How about when Miriam and Aaron opposed Moses and God turned her leprous.

Or when the ground opened up and swallowed a few thousand rebels like a whale scooping up shrimp.

Aren’t those just a few of the many examples that seemingly reveal God as being far from loving?
They sort of see the bad cop, good cop thing.  God is the bad cop and Jesus is the good cop.

Then there was that whole snake thing, where people were bitten and died from the venomous bite.  But wasn’t that the point?  God’s love provided those who would trust Him a means to be physically restored.  Instructed by God, Moses crafted a bronze snake on top of a pole so that those who were bitten could look and be healed.
What does the Bible say about God and His love?

I John 4:7- 10

Romans 5:5-11

These verses not only speak about the fact that love comes from God, but that God is love.  Love is a fundamental attribute of God.  God could not be God if He were not also love.  
God didn’t begin to love you at the cross when Jesus died for you.  “Oh, why did He go and do that, now I have to love those rascals?”
He didn’t begin loving you the minute you became saved.  “Okay, that’s better, now you’re ready and worthy of my love.”  

He doesn’t withhold His love when you disobey and then lavish you with His love when you are good.  God has always loved you and He always will.  He loved you before you were even born.  He loved you when you were still His enemy.  He loves you just the same even when you sin.  It’s his nature, His character.  He cannot not love you, which if you put it another way, God loves you all the time, it will never change.  Do you know that?  Do you believe that?  “For God so loved the world…”
That’s you and me.  Is there an amen?
Put your name in that spot.

For God so loved Jerry.
For God so loved Theresa.

For God so loved Ken.

For God so loved Florence.

For God so loved Jim.

For God so loved you.

“For God so loved the world…”  That’s pretty amazing when you think about the population of the world today.  A 2008 estimated census puts the world’s population at 6,679,493,900.  Oops it just changed, oops it just changed again and again and again.  He doesn’t just see you as a number among billions of people that live today or that have lived since the dawning of man or who will yet live here in this world in the future.  He has the capacity to see only you among the throngs of the entire world from its entire history and He loves you and you and you and you and you.  God has a passion for you.  
As Alexander MacLaren has written “He loves all because He loves each.”

His love is not limited to just a few or the best or the richest or the bravest or smartest or the poorest or the weakest or the strongest or even for just one era of time.  It’s not just for males or just for females, young or old.  It’s not just for one race or class of people.  The Israelites thought they had it made.  They believed that God would spare them and eventually return to wipe out all the Gentiles.  If you weren’t a Jew you weren’t justified.  They seemed to have forgotten a promise that God made to Abraham that through him all the nations of the world would be blessed.  God’s love is wide enough to embrace all and the world He loves is cruel and riddled with sin and the affects of sin.  Scripture reminds us that there is no one who is righteous (Romans 3:10), we are all as sheep who have gone our own pathetic, miserable way (Isaiah 53:6), we have all sinned (Romans 3:23), yet “God loved the world.”
God loves you.  He is passionate about you.

That passion led Him demonstrate His love through a provision.  In this most noteworthy of verses we also see the provision of God’s love.

II. THE PROVISION OF GOD’S LOVE

“For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son…”
Do you have anything that you treasure, that you really hold of great value?  Is there something that if you should have to give it up would be the most difficult decision?
This verse tells us that the provision God gave to a world that was His enemy was the very best He had.  

Go back with me several thousand years ago to a land in the Middle East and to a home where a family is gathered.  A father has just instructed his teenage son to pack a few things for a trip.  The inquisitive son probably asked where they were going.  We’re going to worship God on a nearby mountain.  They packed their supplies for the trip and took off with some servants.  They got to the mountain where they left the servants.  The son was asked to carry the wood for the sacrifice.  Now being a sensible young man, he rightly observed that they had the wood for the sacrifice but they didn’t have the offering.  Where was that?  I’m sure the servants asked the same thing among themselves.  Man, the old guy has lost his marbles.  They thought he was a couple fries short of a happy meal.
The father’s response was that God would provide.

Up the mountain they climbed.  Maybe they were both silent on the trip up.  Maybe the youthful and adventurous nature of the boy caused him to chatter away.  Maybe they both exchanged conversation about the trip or about what they would do on the return home.  Maybe it was a diversion to the old man who was contemplating what was about to occur.  

They reached the place to sacrifice and prepared the altar.  The boy was now confused as his father bound the hands that carried the wood.  The other day I was running on the tread mill next to a much younger fellow.  I would say there was probably 20 years difference.  Now I’m going to excuse my pace as coming off injuries so I wasn’t pushing myself, but his pace was about 3 minutes per mile faster than me.

Here’s a boy perhaps some 100 years younger than his father.  He could have easily out run the elder and high tailed it out of there.  What reassurance must the father have given to his son?  What expression of love did he extend to the boy who now lay on that heap of sticks?  What faith did the boy have as well?  God will provide a sacrifice…
About the time the arm was to come down God spoke, “now I know you fear Me for you have not withheld your only son from me.”  At that a rustling in the bushes revealed a ram for the offering. (Romans 4:20-21)
What a picture of God’s provision of love for us.  That Abraham was willing to not withhold his only son, Isaac, from God is the same idea conveyed for us here when this verse speaks that God gave His Son for us.     

Refer back to Romans 5:5-6, God poured out His love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, so that at the right time when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly.  

I John 4:9 again reminds us that “God sent His only Son into the world.”  And in verse 14 “the Father has sent His Son to be the Savior of the world.”
The provision of God’s love was His Son.  Now bear in mind that God’s love will not save.  If God’s love alone could save, then Jesus didn’t need to die. It was God’s love that sent He through whom we can be saved.

Ephesians 2:8-9

Titus 3:5
In connection with John 3:16, these verses speak of the utter helplessness of man to save himself.  It is all and only God.  Romans 5 reminds us that we were powerless.

Ponder the richness of that phrase – “God gave”.  He wasn’t coerced into giving.  

He wasn’t pressured into giving.
He wasn’t tricked into giving.

His giving was done freely
It was a gift.

“He gave.”  And according to II Corinthians 9:15 

it is an indescribable gift.

Again the noted Alexander MacLaren writes “It was not Christ’s death that turned God from hating and being angry, but it was God’s love that appointed Christ’s death.”  “He gave” because He who is love, loves you.  His giving implies a need on our part to receive, that without it we are hopelessly and desperately lost and doomed for eternal separation from God, but thank God He gave without a second thought about it, without hesitation.  He gave abundantly and Jesus came willingly.  God’s giving and Jesus’ coming were both out of love for us.  God loved us enough to give the very best.
In God’s passion for us He gave a provision without which we would have no hope.  That provision was His Son, Jesus Christ.
Also seen in this verse is the power of God’s love.

III. THE POWER OF GOD’S LOVE

There is in the provision of God the power to save forever.  
“For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son that whosoever believeth in Him should not perish…”

Romans 8:38-39

Within Scripture we see both the power to save and the power to keep secure.  God has done His part in the giving, we must do our part in the believing and receiving.  Nothing more can be done on His part.  

To believe is the equivalence of trust.  Belief in the New Testament denotes more than just intellectual assent to a fact.
I believe George Washington was president.

I believe that 2+2=4.

I believe wood will burn.

I believe that Jesus lived and died.

The word believe means adherence to, committal to, faith in, reliance upon, trust in a person or object, and this involves not only the consent of the mind, but an act of the heart and will of the subject toward the person or object being trusted.

I can say that I believe a chair will hold me up but until I actually consent and relinquish myself to action by actually sitting in it, I haven’t fully, totally or completely put my belief or trust in the chair.  If I have a cable suspended from the ceiling from which a harness is attached around me to provide support, and I sit in the chair, I still haven’t fully put my trust or reliance in that chair.  Belief or trust is when I put my full weight in the chair.

Belief or trust is equivalent to faith.  Many people say they trust Jesus, but then haven’t fully placed trust in Him because they want to do something in addition to what Jesus did when He died and then rose again.  

One author noted that “the essence of faith consists in believing and receiving what God has revealed, and may be defined as that trust in the God of the Scriptures and in Jesus Christ whom He has sent, which receives Him as Lord and Savior and impels to loving obedience and good works…For salvation, faith is personal trust, apart from meritorious works, in the Lord Jesus Christ…”
Whether you want to call it belief, trust or faith, I must relinquish any thought that I have some part in salvation aside from the faith given to me to believe that what Jesus did is sufficient.  In that I am kept secure forever by the power of God’s love with the confidence that He will never change His mind about me or about the provision that secures my eternal salvation.  You must believe that He died for you, the whosoever of verse 16, and you must respond.

You can be traveling a barren wasteland or desert and be parched.  You may happen upon an oasis from which you smell and see and feel and hear the cool, refreshing waters of a pool lapping gently against the shore.  You can even dip your canteen deep into that precious pool of water and draw out enough to erase the dehydration, but if you don’t put the canteen to your mouth and drink it will never satisfy your thirst.

Many see and hear the provision of God in Jesus for salvation and never receive it because they haven’t drunk from the One who provides living water.  Many are clamoring around the desert in search of what will spiritually satisfy and they come to a mirage thinking that will satisfy only to find out that its promises are empty attempts at quenching their thirst.  Others see the oasis and simply pass it by either uninterested in the cool, refreshment it offers or they are looking for something more spectacular, bigger or better.

If you are in search of the provision God has given to satisfy your thirsty spiritual soul, look no further than Jesus Christ.  As we sing in the hymn, there is power in the blood to save for eternity.  
The power of God’s love isn’t only for you or for a few.  The power of God’s love in the provision for salvation through His Son is enough for the world.  He isn’t going to say He loves the world and then limit the expanse for which the provision is given.  In fact if there were a million planets in a million galaxies, this provision would satisfy their need of salvation as well.  But it is not a universal salvation.  God’s provision is not given to all in the sense that all will be saved, for to have this right of what God has provided, we must believe (Romans 10:9-10).  With this belief comes a promise.  It is the promise of God’s love.
IV. THE PROMISE OF GOD’S LOVE

“For God so loved the world, that He gave His only begotten Son that whosoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.”
What a remarkable gift has been extended to those who believe.  The reward for belief is a twofold promise.  You won’t perish and you will have eternal life.

Perish does not mean annihilation or extinction, a fading away out of existence.  Rather, it means to come to ruin.  It means a final destination, a destination that will not change.  Those who believe will forever be together with Him, they will not perish.  
John 14:1-6

We could then say that those who do not believe in Jesus Christ, God’s provision, will perish and their final destination is eternal separation from God.  They will never have another opportunity to repent and believe should they die before making that decision or should the trumpet call sound bringing back the Lord.

There is reality and finality in both.  The promise is this – whoever believes shall have eternal life.  It means a present possession with a future fulfillment.  Whoever does not believe does not have eternal life (I John 5:11-13).
Those who do not believe, those who refuse to believe, those who put it off and die in that state of unbelief there is no sentence reversal, no parole, no rehabilitation program, no early out for good behavior.  There is no change in the sentence.  You stand forever judged, convicted and sentenced.
God has given us the promise of eternal life through the love He demonstrated when He gave His Son.
We notice one final point in verse 17.  It is the purpose of God’s love.

V. THE PURPOSE OF GOD’S LOVE – v. 17
“For God did not send His Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through Him.”  
That is why He loves you and me.  II Peter 3:9 indicates that God is not willing that anyone should perish, but that all should come to repentance.
I Timothy 2:3-4 “This is good and pleases God our Savior, who wants all men to be saved…”

If all should or would believe the provision of God and the power of God and the promise of God are sufficient because of His great passion for you, all would be saved that’s how marvelously abundant His gift of salvation is.  It’s sufficient for all, no matter how egregious the sin might be.  God’s loving grace is abundantly more.  God loves you with an everlasting love and He wants, He longs for you to be a part of that promise He has given.  God gave His Son to those in the world so that the world could be saved, because He loves, because He is love.

Mark 10:45 “For the Son of man did not come to be served, but to serve and to give His life as a ransom for many.”  
Of Himself in Luke 19:10 Jesus said that He has come to seek and save the lost.

If you are not a part of the whosoever of John 3:16 you will be a part of the whosoever of Revelation 20:15 when the gavel of the final judgment sounds and you are separated forever from God.

“Love is that attribute of God by which He is inclined to seek the highest good for His creatures and the communication of Himself to them regardless of the sacrifices involved; or, to give an alternate definition, God’s love is His desire for and delight in the welfare of those loved.”  Bancroft
God can’t love us any more than He does and won’t love us any less than He does.
If you are here today and know the truth of this verse, you have experienced firsthand the love of God for man.

If you are here today and have never believed in Jesus Christ for salvation, know that God loves you and He longs for you to trust in His Son.

Put yourself in that verse.  “For God so loved Pastor Howie, that He (God) gave His only begotten Son, (Jesus Christ) so that when Pastor Howie believes in Him he (Pastor Howie) should not perish but have everlasting life.”

God’s love is filled with passion.

God’s love is filled with provision.

God’s love is filled with power.

God’s love is filled with promise.

God’s love is filled with purpose.

Do you have a whosoever story?  If not, you can and it can begin today.
